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Introduction

The increasing use of communication-centric technologies such as the Internet, offer important opportunities to revisit and re-conceptualize the operation of communities, especially those in which modes of communication substitute for geographic proximity. This paper explores aspects of the construct and interpretation of virtual communities concentrating on three constituent components of online (virtual) religious groups: Community, Proximity, and Practice, using  as examples Buddhist communities and the de facto community based entirely in a virtual communication construct, Second Life
”. These are particularly of interest in a virtual setting due to the meditative/mystical, or praxis oriented characteristics of the former case, and the self-organizing substrate-dependent characteristics of the latter. 

In terms of structure “virtual communities” refer to the aggregations of group interactions (hence “communities”) made possible by advanced information and communication technologies (ICTs), where the group cohesion or connection is based primarily on electronic, generally computer mediated, interactions. This is in distinction to the more common usage of the term, community, in which communication is in-person, and contextual, both temporally and proximately or geographically linked). Yet as Ward (2001: 246) notes virtual and “imaginary” communities have existed for sometime preexisting the contemporary cybernetic usage.

While communities are by definition grounded in a commonality of interest; most typical usages of the term suggest a neighborhood, interest, political, social or proximate (geographic) orientation; increasingly the communication component of community has been noted (Delanty, 2003).  The character and functioning of spiritually based groups offers an interesting set of cases where the community is one of interest (religion and spirituality or practice of spirituality) operating in a non-proximate, virtual realm made possible by the digital communication of information interlinking distributed computers. 

If virtual communities can be understood as a type of “real” communities which use new systems of communication, or  particular mediated modes of social interaction to sustain themselves (Burnett, 2002), then understanding the ways in which virtual communities function must focus as well on the mode of interaction and on the conditions within which such interaction must take place, rather than the locale in which such interactions take place. For these communities the “where” is of less interest than the “what,” that is, the communication (or “text”) is the focus of the interpretation. Ward (2001: 248-9) takes a somewhat more restrictive approach, and argues that virtual communities are not really places, spaces or states, but a praxis, an artifact of telecommunications and participation in that medium, and lack significant substance of which “real communities” are composed. 
In either case, given core component of communication in these groups it is useful to consider not only structure/composition of virtual communities but also the content (text) of the interaction, which lends itself appropriate to the tools of cultural hermeneutics. According to Aarseth (2001:231), “the basic tenet of hermeneutics is that understanding is gradual, a circle alternating between the parts and the whole, and thus closing in on a better view of the world, but with the realization that there can never be a final, closed interpretation.” The hermeneutic circle is a particularly useful model for the computer-based processes and virtual environments where simulation can be thought of as not necessarily about creating new realities but about alternative interpretation and understanding of our extant realities.

Burnett (2002) argues that a process much like the one described by Ricoeur as "the mode of `as if'" is used by participants in virtual communities as a means of creating and sustaining those communities. This process unfolds in an ongoing public "performance" of writing texts, reading and interpreting those texts, and making those readings and interpretations explicit through the creation of further texts.  Ward (2005: 71-2) takes a slightly different approach, focused on cultural hermeneutics and cultural transformation in which there is no general hermeneutics or isolatable text, but a situation practice specific to the cultural context in which it operates, providing alternative insight to community hermeneutics.    

Exemplar groups

This paper explores the application of hermeneutic examination to two examples of virtual communities with varying degrees of objectively defined spiritual component. Buddhists, and “gamers” -- in the latter case, individuals who participate in an online virtual world, “Second Life” and who have an interest in spiritual activity.  Buddhists groups represent an interesting case, in as much as one can generalize about Buddhist worldviews, with respect to concepts of community, transmission of knowledge and technology. Can there be Sangha or spiritual community, in an online or virtual space? This is a nontrivial question as Buddhism can be thought of as a practice, or way of approaching life as much as a philosophical structure
. It is best practiced corporately, with others traveling the same path, and those who embody its goal. Traditionally Sangha was the community of monks (and nuns) who lived together and served to transmit the Buddha’s teachings to the community
 and serves as a “witness to Buddhism.
  However when considering the evolution of Buddhism as it expanded west, in the broadest sense, Sangha means all of the Buddhists in the world and all those of the past and of the future. This is especially a useful definition if one is referring to the aggregate interactions and transmission of teaching which occurs in cyberspace, or what Prebish (1999, 2004) refers to as the cybersangha. In general western usage, however, it refers to other Buddhists with whom one is in a practice context. 

In contrast, a new type of online community shifts the connection from an emphasis on content (the specific connection involved) to the substrate, which we could refer to in once sense, as habitus, in a virtual (constructed) world. Here we are using the substrate (a specialized case of “online’) in which the ‘space of social possibles’
 is the virtual, gaming environment, as well as the way individuals are represented, as graphical avatars or representatives, instead of by the literally textual content of communication.
  
Technologies of Virtual Spaces

As used in this paper, the term virtual communities refers to a self-defined construct, variously  a “space of flows” (Castells, 1996), a “condition of co-presence: (Gliddens, 1991)    or a praxis or participation in a medium (Ward, 2005),  generated  by the aggregations of communication made possible by advanced information and communication technologies (ICTs),; and  where the group “communality” is based primarily on electronic interactions (communications). The operation of virtual communities, in general and with respect to the translation of religious or spiritual practice to this virtual, online, substrate, can be thought of as either 1) representing an extension of the use of communications technology by traditional spiritual communities (top down), or 2) Use of communications technologies to allow the identification of, and organization individuals of like minded interests (“bottom-up). While a number of observers have noted the increasing use of ICTs by religious based groups
 particularly those with fundamentalist or evangelical orientation, this paper focus on communities that use the Internet as a primary venue, and are non-proximate in composition. Interestingly enough, the use of ICTs has been linked, not without some irony, to both the decline, as well as facilitation, of community.
 

These more versatile information and communication technologies offer the potential to facilitate communication and interactions otherwise subject to the limitations of distance and physical accessibility
 in a way which goes beyond the long used bidirectional telephone, and broadcast technologies. This is particularly true of groups with interests that are specialized, rare, or potentially perceived as less than socially acceptable; for which the virtual world offers a place to congregate in a way that is impractical, risky, or inconvenient, in the physical world. 

Some spiritual groups can be said to fall in at least one of these categories. Specific examples might include religious cults, obscure or new age religions, or religion/belief structures with a foreign, exotic or alien image – Buddhists, Islam, and Hindus in the latter case when viewed through the cultural lenses of western observers.
 


The wide spread adoption of ICTs, and the subsequent emergence of first online personas, or identities, and then online communities
 suggests that a re-conceptualization of the definition of community is necessary, one that takes into account a sense of connection beyond the immediate proximate context into a virtual space defined by the flow of data and communication of ideas, extending the traditional understanding of community linked to a sense of place
. The emerging field of Internet research has led to the development of a variety of techniques to observe and interpret activities in virtual space in general, and more recently to the study of online religion.
  This paper includes a theoretical/conceptual overview for mapping the activities of belief based communities in virtual space, drawing on religious, communication, and hermeneutically based approaches as well as on the insights arising from geographic approaches to online, virtual spaces.
  Virtual spiritual communities represent a rich and relatively understudied area of research, and the operation of communities with non-proximate cores present an intriguing area of inquiry, both in terms of the sociology of group interactions as well as those of substantive, theological interest.

Communities, Context, and Virtuality

What, then, constitutes the substance of an online or spiritual community; what is the “virtual reality” of such a community? The expression, virtual community as used in discussions of the Internet and the related cyberspaces generally refers to a construct generated by a non-geographic matrix represented by an electronic coordinate system used for routing communication protocols – the Internet, or more precisely, ICTs. Though retaining some elements of a spatial metaphor, virtual space is at least one step removed in abstractness from a physically characterized infrastructure. Thus, by stepping back from the physical characteristics of online/virtual spiritual communities and focusing on a functional characterization, we can reconceptualize the characteristics of a proximate community to capture the defining characteristic of a specifically online or virtual community. 

While a variety of typological schemes have been constructed to describe online spiritual communities
, this paper classifies communities in terms of all the dynamic relations that constitute them. Accordingly, with a unit of analysis at the level of the individual, embedded in a variety of information, social, and neighborhood networks, linked by computer mediated communication (CMC) and other ICT connections, “community” encompass a variety of different types of relationships, depending on the context.
  All virtual communities, spiritual or otherwise, while operating in a nonproximate space, still must be physically realized (science fiction examples notwithstanding), that is, there is a real physical location occupied by computers, network, technologies, and support personnel. Accordingly, this notion of “virtual community” can be characterized it as a collection of  social interactions occurring online, in computer mediated cyberspace through repeated contact within a specified boundary or place (e.g., a listserv, chat room, or website related discussion group) that is categorically delineated by topic of interest.
 For Buddhist groups it could be said that there is by necessity an attachment to the physical, even when engaged in nonattached virtual communication.

Community

The term community, quite common in usage, and comforting in its familiarity, is in reality a complex concept frequently defined and understood by the context in which it occurs, either in terms of field of research (i.e., sociology, politics, religion) or locale (geographic, virtual). For any meaningful discourse to occur the observers (not to mention the participants) must negotiate a common understanding of the substance and nature of the specific aggregate entity (community) under examination.  

While the literature on virtual communities
 has richly described the online communities that have emerged in cyberspace realm; in terms of proximate communities, what does community, in a sense of neighborhood, mean if cyberspace substitutes the flow of electrons for community churches, zendos, or ashrams? Is it possible to have a "here" when there is no “there”? If the geographic link is weakened, then what sort of connection exists among members of a community? Thus, if a community is defined by relationships or communication rather than place, then what is the nature of relationships? What linkages connect people in an analogous manner to proximate space, or geographic place? Ward observes that “what had once been praxis, is now regarded as reality itself.”

Turner (2001) argues that virtual communities are “thin” communities, not based on strong (or multidimensional) ties; often communities of strangers with a single or narrow commonalty of interest. This is in contrast to traditional “thick” or organic communities grounded in common geography, history, and tradition. Online spiritual communities, then, operating in a locale in the contemporary internet could be regarded as offering a global market of interests where strangers exchange information, engage in interpersonal transactions, and if a sufficient commonality and extended interaction develops, thus generates “thin” community (Delanty, 2003).

Galston (1999) building on Thomas Bender’s (1982) definition of community
 suggests that at least four key structural components comprise a virtual community:

· limited membership – a typical feature of online groups is weak control of admission and participation or members. Low barriers to entry, and little obligation to support or maintain the community potentially leads to rapid turnover and iteratively diluting the sense of intimacy and community from a point of stability.

· shared norms – virtual groups appear to develop protocols for behavior in response to three kinds of imperatives, promoting shared purposes; safeguarding the quality of group discussion; and managing scarce resources in the virtual commons. 

· affective ties – as an explanatory aspect is complicated by debates among experts as to whether genuine community occurs or merely a type of “pseudocommunity”.
 The intensity of “flaming” and the rather emotional language that can occur in online communications, however, might serve as an indicator that some type of emotional attachments are possible, even in non face to face settings. The aspect what constitutes inappropriate communication is itself not always a given, many groups struggle with a balance between a commitment to freedom of expression with a need to prevent decay of group civility, in attempt to prevent a communication “tragedy of the commons”. 
· mutual obligation – while a sense of mutual obligation to the other members may or may not occur, ancillary face to face contact strengthens subsequent online interactions. Therefore it might not be unreasonable to speculate that an online community with a geographic identity (and the possibility of further face to face re-enforcement) would be more likely to have a greater sense of mutual obligation develop.

Summarizing, online community can be operationalized as a self-organizing, self-defining collection of individuals whose central principle is a shared interest, or set of interests. This definition draws conceptually to some extent from Howard Rheingold’s 1993 definition of virtual communities as “social aggregations that emerge from the [Internet] when enough people carry on those public discussions long enough, with sufficient feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace.”
  

Sometimes communities will self-organize because of minimal outside influences—for example, communities of scholars or organized soccer teams. In this case the group is held together by a mutual attraction or commonality of interest. Conversely, they may self-organize in direct response to an outside influence, such as gay activists (or Evangelical Christians) mobilizing coalitions in response to social legislation, unions organizing against corporate interests, or in response available resources such as a new stream of external funding. In these cases, the group is forming in response to or against an outside factor and held together by a common exterior influence or threat. Although some note is made of the factors that inhibit the formation of communities 
 —often lumped generically under issues of organization, this paper focuses on factors influencing the successful formation of online (virtual) spiritual/religious communities oriented toward the contemplative, meditative or mystic. Even though frequently used in a geographic sense, there is nothing that necessitates that the meaning of “community” be narrowly linked to a specific spatial location. For example, a metropolis is generally considered to be a large, sprawling urban center of culture and trade, or an incorporated municipality, whose boundaries may be legally precise and geographically vague in a cultural sense. Similarly a religious community extends conceptually beyond the proximate and temporal into a conceptual realm encompassing soft communication and perceptual linkages.  Community like many conceptual categories are undergoing cultural modifications,  Ward (2002) observers that their reconfiguring “… modifies and blurs old boundaries: between nature and culture, between culture and society, between society and the individual, between real and virtual (off-line and on-line), between internal and external, between human and organic, between human and machine, between work and leisure.” This transition makes the mapping and interpretation of communities more complex.
Proximity: Geographic and Corporeal

Because of the increasing sophistication of ICTs, individuals are no longer restricted to communication with people with whom they share primarily geographic locale. ICTs allow users to seek out people with whom they share a similar intensity of “concern” based on more general human interests, as well as concerns based on and created by widely disseminated information, such as television, radio, and “net” coverage. Concern about the ramifications of widespread use of these technologies as a substitution for in situ interactions has been expressed by Quentin Schultze (2001) who opined that overly focusing on the technology and the wizard-like power that it conveys in terms of breadth and sheer amount of information available will draw people away from spiritual contemplation leading to superficial, shallow lives. This would seem to echo the traditional Buddhist admonition to beware of worldly attachments and even to be on guard against the seductive nature of the powers of advanced spiritual practice.  Advanced communications technologies, and computer simulated environments allow one to completely bypass the effort required to achieve some characteristics of spiritual adepts without the practice that buffers against achievement (knowledge) without understanding of consequences (wisdom). The image that comes to mind would be the Karmic equivalent of Goethe’s Sorcerer’s Apprentice.

Beyond the geographic notion of proximity, there is also the physical, corporeal, component of spiritual communities. It would be expected that the import of body would have more or less and impact depending on the nature of the group in question (Foltz and Foltz, 2003). The nature of corporeality is particularly intriguing when parsed in the context or spiritual matters. Thus an online, virtual group focused on spirituality next grounded in a physical reality presents some interesting contradictions. For instance the question has been raised on more than a few occasions on how one sits in zazen online (perhaps unless one was an extraordinary advanced practitioner) simply because the nature of the practice does not correlate well to an environment that is still primarily based on a flow of communication – in which logical words bits “paint“ the space by flowing.
 The cessation of this much like the ceasing of the painting of electrons on a television, resulting in the fading of the picture (and by analogy the group’s existence) to nothingness.

Past as prologue  -- (Bradley, 1997) offers an interesting take on the virtual spiritual communities drawing from historical perspective to provide and alternative to techno-futurist speculation on net society. She suggests that the Internet might be interpreted using a historical lens reflecting the role and activity of contemplative religious communities in medieval period, aware of others and sharing in a common idea via letters and transmitted communications – the “virtuality” of its day. She reports that a common component of religious activity is of those seeking community on the web – in this case an extension of extent communities – and documents the effort of many communities of (proximate) religious with a sense of the past.  She observes that the character and flavor of many of the orders extends into cyberspace; their virtual presence mirroring their earthly practices. Here, she cites the visually complex websites of the Benedictines, the Dominicans web presence oriented toward ecumenical inter-religious dialogues, reflecting their teaching orientation; the inward directed historical orientation reflecting their contemplative orientation among others. She finds that rather than being surprised at the overwhelming presence of the religious orders one would normally expect to disdain such worldly things, in fact there is a connection with, and familiarity to, the “otherworldly” – thus the virtual world a not unfamiliar extension of their communities. Alternatively one could say it is a way of engaging the world without being of the world.

Implementation/Practice 

As noted above virtual spiritual communities have a variety of conceptual limitations to the way they operate. The nature of the virtual (online) world is one that seems to manifest most frequently in the “library“ or research function of a group – the transmittal of formalized, textual information, teaching, question and answer, and background information (Foltz and Foltz, 2003).  Hence if one envisions the operation of a spiritual group as providing the online analogue to bulletin boards, encyclopedias, or reference  desks – the virtual “clubhouse wall” then this is a reasonable understanding. This manifested level of development, in essence “websites” does not require a high level of expertise to bring into being and is in fact not uncommon for a variety of religious groups.
 Surprisingly, some of the new more advanced ICT based simulated environments such as “Second Life,” one of the many massively multiplayer (>5.5  million participants that might have 40,000 players at the same time) online simulations, would seem to be an ideal environment for virtual religious communities yet very little activity of a this nature has extensively materialized
. As more and more educational and business collaborative activities begin to be built up online simulated environments such as Second Life, it is possible that religious groups will be more comfortable experimenting with this setting. 

 Much of the extent research on the function or presence of religion or spiritually focused groups, congregations, or institutions on the Internet is at the exploratory, and descriptive level (Hoover, et. al. (2004), Thumma (2002a), Thumma (2002b), Thumma (2002c), Larsen, (2000), among others), and focuses primarily on the technology and technological uses of the technology rather than the actual sociology of the communities.  Helland (2000) offers a heuristic device for differentiating the efforts of “online religion” (that which originates with formal institutions of religion) and “religion online” (the less institutionally supported expressions of faith and belief).  Helland’s analysis suggests that the Internet offers unprecedented opportunities for religious communities, although the Internet may not be as different from its precedents in other communication media as he would like to believe.   Analysis of communications media has noted the way various media blur the boundaries of the public and private sphere, a characteristic not new to the Internet.  

A recent empirical study (Hoover et. al., 2004) provides some interesting insights into online religiously oriented behavior, and to some extent supports Helland’s viewpoint. According to this report 64% of the online population -- 128 million Internet users -- have conducted online religiously related activity (Hoover et. al., 4). This survey, conducted by the Pew Internet and American Life Project, found that contrary to previous theoretical speculation, online activity was less likely to consist of  religious “seeking” among those outside of traditional religions, and more used by those already identified as religious to find out more about there own traditions. (Hover et. al., 20). 

Online usage was more likely used to facilitate spiritual or religious interactions with others already engaged in traditional religious contexts and communities. While the study was primarily conducted among those identifying as Christian (Protestants, Catholics and Evangelicals), and Jewish, there was a category for those identifying as “Other” though they constituted a relatively small percentage of the participants. As noted above it seems that a good deal of online activity falls more into the category of “expressing ones own spiritual beliefs” as evidenced by such reported activities as passing along religious or spiritual emails, prayer requests, or other communications (p.20).   Finally those that identified as both spiritual and religious had the highest usage of the Internet, and with Evangelical, rural users the most ardent users.

Given the relatively thin amount of empirical studies we can speculate additionally on how virtual communities of different philosophical bases might operate. Bradley (1997) notes that the proportion of Buddhist websites at the time was higher than the percentage of Buddhists in the U.S. populations.
 The recent Pew survey reported that the use of the Internet by categories of Protestants was relatively similar, Catholics were measurably less likely to use the Internet to explore aspects of their religion. A variety of reasons could be offered for this based on demographic (income, age, education, cultural grouping), or philosophical (the structural nature of Catholicism that generally discourages non-doctrinal endeavors).

Virtual Habitus
Virtually Buddhist 

As noted above, the fact that that numerous websites with a Buddhist orientation exists appears to be primarily an example of virtual community(ies) maintaining an Identity culture, rather than attempting to engage in online practice -- no zazen – an understandable limitation given the current state of online technology.
  In fact very little “worship” activity, however one constructs it, seems to occur at present (Foltz and Foltz, 2003).  Buddhists are not loath to use technology,
 however the resource and physical intensive nature of the Internet might give some pause, and the seductive nature of immersion in the online flow of information and access to knowledge raises the possibly of unhealthy attachment to collection of information. Prebish (1999) in his early exploration of online Buddhist activities observes:

"Perhaps the most consequential impact of the aggressive spread of Buddhism into cyberspace, along with the creation of a new kind of American Buddhist sangha never imagined by the Buddha, is the uniting of all the Buddhist communities or sanghas into one universal sangha that can communicate effectively in an attempt to eliminate the suffering of individuals throughout the world" (p. 232). 

Hayes (1999: 177), another early observer, comments that much of the community (of the time) was generated by email and newsgroup traffic, and focused to a great deal on “westerners with misconceptions of the nature of Buddhism”. Here the focus of the communication seemed to be transmission of information and/or cultural aspects of Buddhism and was as much educational in nature as it was conversation about the nature of community, or the practice and maintenance of Buddhism in a non-proximate setting. To some extent, the shift that occurs in the intensity and nature of communication is a function of 1) the possibilities that advances in technology allow; 2) the rapid diffusion of technology so that participants are not only those with an interest in technology, but those for whom the technology is simple a tool rather than an interest, per se, and 3) the rapidly decline in cost, and increased availability of broadband transmission of information, which in turn allows the use of more robust technologies of engagement.

Kim (2005) reports on the operation of Buddhist community (Chollian Buddhist Community), which offers an interesting case. The online community was formed in 1991 of three hundred sub-communities, and operated using its own menu-driven system of communication for members until converting to a web-based one in 2001 (Kim, 2005: 143-5). Kim argues that in the case of this community the development of an integrated system offering a robust, system of information that provided interpretive, and integrative functions as well as the more common interactive ones. The rather hierarchical system offered bifurcated options of “intimacy” (i.e. personal communications, open letters, “chat” opportunities) as well as “information” opportunities intended to increase the level and availability of religious information transmission and exchange.  

The author concludes that the community (in this case it might be more appropriate to refer to it as an organization rather than a simple spiritual community), was especially effective in that it offered an opportunity to those especially urban dwellers who had a passing interest in Buddhism to explore without the commitment, demands, or inconvenience of offline (primarily) rural meetings (p.146). Here the community (from 1996-79) performed the functions of a 1) belief community providing a system of beliefs and practices, 2) a relational community, satisfying a need for belonging; as 3) an affective community, providing a group identity; and 4) as a utilitarian community providing a means of resource mobilization. A more recent expression of the community [www.buddhasite.net],  indicates that the community is shifting from a structural/service model into more of online community offering a virtual “locale” oriented at more robust community interactions rather than more purely educational/informative ones.

As the Buddhist scholar Venerable Pannyavaro noted “that if the Buddha were alive today he would be using the Internet”. Given the tradition of the transmission of knowledge and the way that Buddhism traveled, this seems likely. He raises, in balance, quite rightly a concern about maintaining the authentic teaching of Buddhism, but adds that if one falls back on the validation of lineage, then this becomes less of a problem.
 
Virtually Virtual
 The example of individuals (gamers) engaged in participating in the complex simulated environment of Second Life represents an interesting alternative example of online spirituality, and was chosen more for the potential it represents rather than the actual practices yet occurring.  At present due to a combination of factors, (e.g., a rapidly changing environment, a rapidly escalating population – from 1.5 to 5.5 million participants in less than 5 months, questions about data collection and validity) little actual data has been compiled on Second Life as a “place” (or space as it may be), beyond journalistic articles. It has began to draw the attention of researcher from a variety of fields sue to the tremendous possibilities it represents. Stating with the general, part of the power of the virtual world is that it frees individuals from some of the physical limitations (as well as advantages) of the body. Transforming the individual from a corporal presence, with the concurrent body habitus, and practices, to a disembodies avatar, a detached “toy” that focuses on communication, rather than the complex connectivity of corporal presence.  An obvious escapist attraction exists, not to mention the appeal of the ability to project virtually any physical, sexual, or other aspect of identity. In Second Life, you could be “a dog on the internet”. The participants, as can be expected of a gaming environment, tend to be composed of libertarians, young males, and creative types, originally but corporations, business people and others are become more common as the game becomes more mainstream.   

While an extraordinary number of groups (or in a liberal sense “communities”) exist in Second Life, a sampling of groups with identifiers using the keywords “religion, spirituality, Christian, Buddhist, Jewish or Islam”,  (see Appendix 1 for listing of groups and “parcels or places” labeled with an apparent religious identity) yields sparse results. Using the search terms listed above some 112 groups were generated with total registered participants numbering 5547. This represents the “joiners” and given the ephemeral nature of relationships and contact in Second Life, can be expected to grossly underestimate individuals with an interest in religion.


A recent article on religion in Second Life noted that while much of the religious (or more accurately, “spiritual”)  identified activity involved, alternative groups
, “seekers” and architectural constructs of primarily visual appeal, an increasing amount of traditional, if virtual, spaces of prayer, study, support and counseling. For example, George Byrd, Columbus, Ohio, real estate broker, built the lavishly landscaped First Unitarian Universalist Church of Second Life, and organized weekly services that now draw more than 40 people. He feels that virtual services in Second Life are as authentic as those in the physical-world church he attends in Columbus. "The spiritual connection is in your brain and in your soul. It's the same either way," Byrd says.” 
 another member who is disabled in real life, find that attending services in Second Life affords her a community that she can not easily access in the real world.
  Another member commenting on the nature of online interaction noted: “

“There’s a real difference in goal and result,” […] In real life . . . it’s possible to come away with the glow of community, of whatever it is you’ve heard or absorbed, in music and reading and sermon. You can’t come away with as much from a virtual service. It really has to rely on the sense of community more than anything that might reach you through music or even poetry or ambience.”

Aside from the self organizing groups by community oriented individuals seeking to utilize the virtual substrate, you are beginning to see the participation of the ecclesiastical equivalents of corporations. For instance a recent article documented the entrance of a large technology savvy church in “real life” – Lifechurch.TV.
 They view second Life both as an experimental setting in another form of media (an extension of an existing community communication), as well as a way to virtually replicate existing physical structures (a kind of attempt to recapture some of the characteristics of a  proximate/geographic sense of community), and of course, a huge pool of “unchurched.” In this case the online community is not in place of geographic community, but uses a variant of the televangelical church model – a broadcast type of relationship rather than a community (interactive)  focused one, per se.  Another example of this type of activity is conducted by Larry Transue, pastor of the Second Life non-denominational Northbound Community Church, who sees Second Life as a mission field, is involved in evangelism and outreach at his real-world Northbound Church, and he replicated it online to "practice what I preach no matter where I am."

Conclusions 


While "place" and the impact of distance are significantly minimized as a function of use of ICTs, delineation of "place" in a virtual context becomes increasingly a question of identity and choice rather than of geography and history.  Frequently virtual constructs are increasingly more robust analogues of the physical world, but it is questionable, as Ward (2002) notes, if they can be read as more than  “toys”. In physical communities relationships are impacted by distance, so that a decay function occurs as one moves from the core to the periphery. In terms of virtual communities, we can posit that intensity of interest (or conversely, commitment), the habitus of the group, may be the analogue to distance in the "new spaces" so that increased intensity of interest places one closer to the conceptual center of a group. This becomes more important in thin communities such as virtual groups where absent other sorts of norms or context the group practices is maintained by key actors, the community “elders.” Could the concepts of "there" and "not there" in Cyberspace, be more concerned with how frequently a community members communicates indicating a level of interest and hence how more or less "close" they are to the center of a virtual community. 

Centralization vs. patchy-ness: While the decentralizing spatial effect of ICTs has been noted, conversely an opposite effect is noted with respect to concentration of the "physical infrastructure" - i.e., the actual wires, servers, and access to bandwidth. ICTs allow a user to be anywhere, but the density of physical infrastructure underlying communication technologies allows for a richer denser flow (in this case, speed) of information.  While a virtual community may spread over a large physical area, a fast link to the Internet seems to provide a reason to re-centralize. Geography while minimized still is a factor even in virtual realms.

Maintenance of Community:  Leadership of online spiritual communities becomes more complex than that of physical groups. Computer mediated communication while robust is not as rich as the multi-channel communication that occurs in face to face physical interactions. Agreement and discussion of protocol requires skill in written communication which shifts leadership balance to those who are the most proficient in written communication, in distinction to the physical world where leadership maybe a function of verbal skills and “presence”. Without the contextual or proximate cues subtly and nuance can be lost as communication must be explicitly (textually) coded rather than inferred.  How does a virtual community regulate the interactions of the members, and to what standard are they held? Further given the “thin” or weak nature of online bonds what factors allows for sustainability of these online communities? 

Norms of practice:  How do members of community “authenticate” the communication of participants absent contextual clues?  What protocol exists for the transmission of core community values, and beliefs? In spiritual communities this poses a problem for validating transmissions of new teachings or interpretations. How do we know something is “true”? Where does Truth emanate from? How do we decide on what we agree on? Do different communities of faith operate differently in virtual communities?

The characterization of a community is more than a function of determining boundaries of place and space, and increasingly is reliant upon the concept of community as based in identity. The growing deployment of advanced ICTs allows for alternative modes of online communication and information, allowing an entirely new array of relationships to emerge. Community can be said to be expanded to include the loosely linked, networks of interaction, with emphasis shifting from a locational requisite to a one based in commonality of interest or purpose. Cautious observers have warned that the use of ICTs will reduce social capital, diminish the nature of geographic community, and weaken community (that is locale based) relationships. Others have championed ICTs as allowing a new wave of community participation enabled by the ease of networked based communication.  

Empirical research to date has began to suggest that contrary to early speculation, virtual communities do not eliminate or weaken the role of underlying geographic community, unless the community is weak in and of itself. Rather online communities, spiritual or otherwise are extension of the experience, wants and needs of the physical world.  Online virtual communities can be thought of extensions of the real world into a conceptual information overlay of the world. While creation of entirely new networks of connection (or community) is possible, it is more likely as Calhoun (1998) speculates, that online communities reinforce existing interests or connections. 

 If the current examples of spiritual communities presented in the literature, are at all representative of the possibilities of the virtual world, then we may conclude that it is not the virtual world that is a competitive threat to belief structures or churches the space of places, but condition intrinsic to the existing physical communities. Virtual spiritual communities seem to act mainly as an augmented or more rich form of community interaction rather than a replacement per se. Even as telephones and automobiles did not eliminate the need for "places", ICTs are unlikely to replace the need to meet face to face.  We see that in those places where a geographic related spiritual community exists, then ICTs serve can serve as intensifiers, or more efficient conduits for information flow. 

On the other hand, the somewhat disappointing outcomes of some efforts to sustain virtual religious communities without an underlying recognized proximate connection seems to suggest that a core concept of community must exist, that the successful functional of a virtual community results from some extant interconnection, and not the converse. Building a virtual spiritual community simply because it is possible will result in an empty space, unless there is reason to express communication and achieve “communion. If you build it they will come, but only if they have some other reason for going there.
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Appendix 1

Groups in Second Life 

Groups

	Rec.
	Name
	# Members 

	01
	2Life - The Jewish Magazine

 
	 65

	02
	ACCESS218
 
	 17

	03
	Adam ondi Ahman Islanders LDS
 
	 20

	04
	anarchy-democratic-pure science
 
	 4

	05
	Army of God




 
	 7

	06
	Asatru




 
	 4

	07
	barbers bikers



 
	 11

	08
	Beit Binah




 
	 15

	10
	Body Of Christ
 
	 31

	11
	Borat is LORD!!!!



 
	 7

	12
	Brothers of the Christian Community
 
	 2

	13
	Buddhism Listening & Discussion
 
	 344

	14
	Buddhist Dharma Library


 
	 15

	15
	Buddhist Womens Group


 
	 8

	16
	Buddhists of SL



 
	 104

	17
	Calvary Chapel
 
	 28

	18
	Catholics Unite



 
	 96

	19
	Christian Church



 
	 121

	20
	Christian Church of Second Life
 
	435

	21
	Christian Friends of SL


 
	 99

	22
	Christian Fun Zone


 
	 69

	23
	Christian Furs



 
	 43

	24
	Christian Men of God


 
	 36

	25
	Christian Music



 
	 17

	26
	Christian Musicians


 
	 3

	27
	Christian RPG Players


 
	 20

	28
	Christian Samurai



 
	 8

	29
	Christian Support and Friendship
 
	 38

	30
	Church Christian Celebration Center
 
	 84

	31
	Church of the Christian Community
 
	 2

	32
	Club dokimos



 
	 73

	33
	Coffee and Discussion Salon

 
	 25

	34
	Cultural Learnings of America

 
	 28

	35
	DARWINS




 
	 4

	36
	d'Grey Wiccans



 
	 7

	37
	EarthPath




 
	 9

	38
	Emerging Church



 
	 9

	39
	Esoteric Theological Seminary

 
	 13

	40
	First Baptist Church of SL
 
	 6

	41
	Freedom From Adiction (FFA)

 
	 7

	42
	Friends of the JHM&S


 
	 156

	43
	GLBT Buddhists



 
	 18

	44
	GLOBAL Ministries
 
	 22

	45
	Gods Disciples
 
	 6

	46
	HA-ISRAELIM




 
	 41

	47
	Hauskreiskirche (Housegroup-Church)
 
	 2

	48
	Imagining Religion


 
	 24

	49
	Islamic Society



 
	 210

	50
	Jesus House Community
 
	 252

	51
	Jesus is Lord
 
	 90

	52
	Jewish




 
	 27

	53
	Jews of Second Life


 
	 134

	54
	Kadampa Buddhists



 
	 26

	55
	Kajor Force
 
	 11

	56
	Lagged Catholics



 
	 4

	57
	Latter-Day Saints of Jesus Christ
 
	 27

	58
	LDS LANDOWNERS ASSOCIATION
 
	 9

	59
	LDS-SL
 
	 21

	60
	Leah's Well-Wishers


 
	 6

	61
	Light Religion



 
	 18

	62
	Liturgical Christians


 
	 15

	63
	Mattism




 
	 6

	64
	Milarepa Land Trust


 
	 20

	65
	MITHRA - LAM



 
	 5

	66
	MLS events - the Orange Flower
 
	 57

	67
	Monks In Search of Light

 
	 3

	68
	Mormons in Second Life
 
	 31

	69
	Morning Star Playground Oweners
 
	 2

	70
	Myokoin Buddhist Temple


 
	 19

	71
	Necromancers Of Secondlife

 
	 2

	72
	New Hope Fellowship


 
	 66

	73
	Orden des Sankt Petrus
 
	 6

	74
	Order of the Divine Mother

 
	 2

	75
	Ordo Fratrum Minorum


 
	 3

	76
	Orthodox Christians of SL

 
	 23

	77
	OSHO
 
	 6

	78
	Paethieon of Imovinn


 
	 10

	79
	Progressive Theology


 
	 3

	80
	Religious Society of Friends Quaker
 
	 55

	81
	Roman Catholic Church


 
	 125

	82
	Second Faith Consultants

 
	 7

	83
	Second Life Christians


 
	 645

	84
	Second Religion Center


 
	 6

	85
	Shaman of SL



 
	 17

	86
	Sisterhood of JHM&S


 
	 4

	87
	Skeptical Buddhists' Sangha

 
	 66

	88
	SL Buddhists



 
	 186

	89
	SL Girlfriends in God
 
	 7

	90
	SL Lutherans



 
	 9

	91
	SL Prayer Bead Project


 
	 15

	92
	SL SGI-USA




 
	 4

	93
	SL Singapore



 
	 206

	94
	Soka Gakkai International (SGI)
 
	 11

	95
	Soli Deo Gloria
 
	 125

	96
	St. Marks Fellowship
 
	 4

	97
	TAO (the way)



 
	 14

	98
	The Anti-Abolitionism Coalition
 
	 4

	99
	The Christian Cafe


 
	 15

	100
	The Christian Connection

 
	 65

	101
	The Church of Virus


 
	 28

	102
	The Journey
 
	 29

	103
	The Muse Church



 
	 2

	104
	The Objectivists



 
	 30

	105
	The Second Life Fellowship of Faith
 
	 3

	106
	Thothica SL Philosophers' Guild
 
	 5

	107
	Titles-ZenAndTao01


 
	 2

	108
	TW Arcadia 1 No War Art Project
 
	 34

	109
	Universal Second_Life Church

 
	 8

	110
	Unitarian Universalists of SL
 
	328

	111
	Witches




 
	 60

	112
	World Vision Supporters


 
	 11

	
	
	

	
	Total Registered participants 
	5447

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Parcels/Locations
World Religions - Jarang/200.0/96.0


Vodou House Museum - Religion, Spirits, and Politics in Haiti

Bluenose/96.5728/184.748


Real LIfe Links - Jarang/177.149/69.7822


Abbey Our Lady of SL, mainland chapel - Mapinguari/90.642/43.023


Ruach Ministries - Veritas/112.244/224.574


dokimos cafe

Truth/122.0/64.0


Buddhist Shrine of Varosha

Crazy Devil/137.312/36.7717


Preacher Avatar with Cross by LoonieParrot. Anti-Linden fighter

Drum/126.0/70.0


A Latter-day Peace Garden

Adam ondi Ahman/188.682/84.0803


G.:L.:P.: Council - Lucis Chapel Gallery

Bluenose/74.2793/188.535


Hare Krishna Community Land

Grimes/183.707/101.0


Hare Krishna Community Art Gallery & Lecture Rooms

Grimes/207.628/19.4857


Hare Krishna Community Park

Grimes/225.409/132.54
Reverned OToole

Redspire/24.0/208.0

Not Mature

Church of Second Life (Christian)

Zerelia/37.7261/249.987

Not Mature

Westport Park Two - Christian Music

Westport/150.455/177.894

Not Mature

Westport Park Three - Christian Music

Westport/217.13/140.145

Not Mature

ALM CyberChurch - Christian Church

Truth/124.309/135.196

Not Mature

Bureau de campagne Christiane Pallez

Rutz/40.0/48.0

Not Mature

SDG - Soli Deo Gloria Christian Fellowship Park

Nitida/129.345/70.316

Not Mature

ALM CyberChurch Men's Ministry

Truth/48.1977/145.913

Not Mature

Westport Park One - Christian Music

Westport/126.573/46.1159

Not Mature

Molten Meditation

Jingyo/135.297/177.84

Not Mature

New Jersualem

SummerGreen Island/74.5377/20.2477

Not Mature

Ruach Ministries

Veritas/112.244/224.574

Not Mature

dokimos cafe

Truth/122.0/64.0

Not Mature

Jesus House

Shelter/155.064/128.754

Not Mature

Campivallensis Catholic Meditation Centre

Chokki/60.6452/18.69

Not Mature

St. Nicholas Avatarian Orthodox Church

Mieum/177.314/168.7

Not Mature

A Latter-day Peace Garden

Adam ondi Ahman/188.682/84.0803

Not Mature

Gothinger Forest Christian Church

Kane/153.711/61.3587

Not Mature

Christian Church (G-Rated area)

Hiaka/11.7708/76.0541

Not Mature

Morning Star Plaza

Brolga/46.0581/185.167

Not Mature

The Way Station

Nedben/187.822/56.5654

Not Mature

Avatarian Monastery. Monastics who collect for charity.

Mieum/20.5286/169.471

Not Mature

buddhist Temple, The NIRVANA Path

Huchu/34.5968/225.804

Not Mature

Myokoin Buddhist Temple

Nimue/235.083/12.2062

Not Mature

Buddhist Shrine

Architecture Island/47.2653/179.035

Not Mature

Heartwood Forest Monastery

Sponsa/32.4127/248.063

Not Mature

Gogo-An Zen Buddhist Temple

Lunata/20.0/56.0

Not Mature

Gogo-An Zen Buddhist Temple

Lunata/44.0/64.0

Not Mature

Gogo-An Zen Buddhist Temple

Lunata/14.0/58.0

Not Mature

Open Buddhist Dharma Library

Momil/13.4653/54.1785

Not Mature

Buddhist Shrine of Varosha

Crazy Devil/137.312/36.7717

Not Mature

Skeptical Buddhists Sangha

Toowoomba/131.587/234.577

Not Mature

Tibetan Buddhist Base Jumping Association

Zoe/9.2892/162.611

Not Mature

Buddhadhamma Buddha Buddhist Dhamma Talks Dharma Talks

Manitoba/229.639/133.893

Not Mature

Avatarian Zen Retreat

Rieul/233.237/205.702

Not Mature

Avatarian Zen Retreat Entranceway

Rieul/253.491/171.429

Not Mature

Drak Yerpa Tibetan Hermitage - Maitreya Temple, Buddhist refuge

Zoe/62.3791/229.704

Not Mature

Meditation Center for Second Life Residents

Sentinel/52.8719/216.671

Not Mature

Aegif's Buddhist stupas in Manitoba 2560 Tibetan style stupas

Manitoba/95.4281/88.8676

Not Mature

Avatarian Monastery. Monastics who collect for charity.

Mieum/20.5286/169.471

Not Mature

Guan Yin Park. Goddess of Mercy and Great Ancestress

Mieum/36.66/98.55

Not Mature

� “Second Life” is “a 3-D virtual world entirely built and owned by its residents. Since opening to the public in 2003, it has grown explosively and today is inhabited by more than 5.5 million people from around the globe.”   [http://secondlife.com/]. It represents an interesting environment to study the replication of community constructs, religious or otherwise free of certain real world physical constraints.


� See Gethin pp. 34-35, 64-66; Payutto, PP. 37-38 


� Gethin, p. 92.


� Abe, p.109


� Ward, 2005:23 quoting Bordieu 


� See Cathy Lynn Grossman, “Faithful build a Second Life for religion online” USA TODAY Apr. 2, 2007 [http://www.usatoday.com/tech/gaming/2007-04-01-second-life-religion_N.htm]; and Celeste Biever, Second Life missionaries,” New Scientist, Friday, March 23, 2007 [http://www.newscientist.com/blog/technology/2007/03/second-life-missionaries.html]


� For instance Zaleski, (1997),  Sample (1998), Hayes (1999),  Brasher (2001),  Foltz and Folts (2003),  Dawson and Cowan (2004), Campbell (2005),  Barzilai-Nahon and Barzilai(2005), Hojsgaard and Warburg (2005).


� This can work in either or even both ways, surprisingly, depending on the variables under examination.


� Francis Cairncross, an early observer of this phenomena discussed this possibility in The Death of Distance: How the Communications Revolution Is Changing our Lives (1997, 2001) Boston: Harvard Business School Press. See also Helland (2000) who provides an enthusiastic assessment of the potential for online technologies to provide a “unique public space” allowing unbridled private practice of religion. He does note that he does not believe that the Internet will replace religious structures or decrease the level of organized religious practice, it is a supplement to existence modalities.(p221).


� This is, of course, relative, and refers to a U.S. context. The statement would hold true in any case which the participants of the online community represent a minority relative to the predominant culture in which the live.


� The difficulty of enumerating such ephemeral phenomena as online communities with any degree of certainty renders the guess of number of online groups a matter more for “speculative fiction” rather than solid empirical social science; however several counts include the number of  Usenet newsgroups (in excess of 80,00 though this is a dated technology) (see  “Introduction, p.6 in Wellman and Haythornthwaite (2002). Consider for comparison that 64% of the nation’s 128 million Internet users have done gone online for spiritual/religious matters (Hoover et. Al, 2004). While search patterns do not equate to communities one can infer a level of interest from this. According to Hojsgaard and Warburg, (2005) in 2004, the number of religious websites had  increased from 1.7 million in 1991 to 51 million websites, which is to some extent an indication of the demand for religious message in cyberspace.


� Manuel Castells (1996)  refers to this as a “space of flows.”


� There is an entire professional society devoted to this field: The Association of Internet Researchers “dedicated to the advancement of the cross-disciplinary field of Internet studies.” It is, of course, a virtual organization. [� HYPERLINK "http://www.aoir.org/" ��http://www.aoir.org/�] . In terms of religion see the bibliography, particularly the Haddem and Cowan (eds.) (2000), Religion on the Internet: Research Prospects and Promises. 


� see Dodge and Kitchin (2000).


� Among others see: Bradley (1997), Helland (2000), Dawson (2000), and Hoover, et. al., (2004).


� See Barry Wellman, B., and Gulia, M. 1997.  “Virtual Communities as Communities: Net Surfers Don’t Ride Alone,” in M. A. Smith and P. Kollock (eds.), Communities in Cyberspace. London: Routledge.


� Baker and Ward, 2000.


� See, for instance, Dutton, 1999; Jones (ed), 1995;  Rheingold, 1993; Wellman, 1997.


� Galston (1999) cites Bender’s (1982) definition of community as involving a limited number of individuals in a somewhat restricted social space or network (emphasis added) held together by shared understanding and a sense of obligation. Relationships are close, often intimate, and generally involve face to face interactions. Individuals, are bond together by affective or emotional ties rather than by a perception of individual self-interest. There is a “we-ness” in a community; one is a member.


� I would add that an additional imperative is not only to promote shared objectives in a “cohesive” or attractive sense, but also to delineate the “other” interests for which a group may be reacting against.


� Galston (1999) discussing Howard Rheingold concept of online communities.
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